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Social Learning 
Introduction 
In this chapter, social learning is explained. Learning through observa-
tion, identification and imitation is discussed. In observational learn-
ing, four interrelated sub-processes are presented, these include (a) the 
attentional processes; (b) the retention process; (c) motoric reproduc-
tion skills and (d) the role of reinforcement. The factors affecting social 
learning and socialization are also discussed. 
The concept of social learning 
Social learning. comprises knowledge or abilities acquired by a per- · 
son in the process of socialisation. Human beings learn their 
characteristic ways of behaving not only through classical and operant 
conditioning. Social learning theory stresses a special kind of discrimi-
nation learning called observational learning or modelling. Social 
learning calls for some initiative on the part of the learner. It is another 
dimension to the process of socialization where novel responses are 
brought into the repertory of the individual. Social learning theory 
holds that a large amount of human learning is done vicariously 
through observing another person that makes skilled responses and 
then· trying to imitate the response of the model. Thus, the observer can 
learn and later perform novel responses without having made them 
before. 
The family is the prime source of observational learning during 
childhood. Parents are children's first models and important figures in 
the lives of young children. Albert Bandura has played a leading role in 
directing attention to the importance of social learning in the process of 
socialization. · 
Learning through observation 
During childhood, children are very susceptible to the influence of 
parents as the family is a prime source of observational learning during 
this period. Many human skills such as pronunciation of foreign words 
could not be acquired without observational learning. In the analysis of 
observational learning, psychological studies have identified four in-
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t e r - r e l a t e d  s u b - p r o c e s s e s .  T h e s e  a r e  t h e a t t e n t i o n a l  p r o c e s s e s ,  t h e  r e t e n t i o n  
p r o c e s s ,  m o t o r i c  r e p r o d u c t i o n  s k i l l s  a n d  t h e  r o l e  o f  r e i n f o r c e m e n t .  
( a )  T h e  a t t e n t i o n a l  p r o c e s s  
F o r  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  t o  l e a r n  a  n e w  s e g m e n t  o f  b e h a v i o u r ,  h e  m u s t  f i r s t  
a t t e n d  t o  t h e  p e r s o n  d i s p l a y i n g  t h e  b e h a v i o u r .  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  t h e  
mod~~ s t i m u l u s  m u s t  b e  a t t e n d e d  t o  b y  t h e  s u b j e c t ,  i f  h e  i s  t o  l e a r n  f r o m  
t h e  m o d e l .  O n e  h a s  t o  o r i e n t  o n e s e l f  t o  t h e  m o d e l ' s  b e h a v i o u r ,  i g n o r i n g  
o t h e r s  a n d  p o t e n t i a l l y  c o m p e t i n g  s t i m u l i  i n  t h e  i m m e d i a t e  e n v i r o n -
m e n t .  M e r e l y  o b s e r v i n g  a  m o d e l ' s  b e h a v i o u r  m a y  n o t  l e a d  t o  l e a r n i n g ,  
u n l e s s  w h a t  t h e  m o d e l  h a p p e n s  t o  b e  d o i n g  i s  r e l e v a n t  t o  s o m e  n e e d  o f  
t h e  o b s e r v e r .  
( b )  R e t e n t i o n  p r o c e s s  
I f  t h e  m o d e l ' s  b e h a v i o u r  i s  t o  e x e r t  i n f l u e n c e  u p o n  t h e  o b s e r v e r ' s  
b e h a v i o u r  a t  a  m u c h  l a t e r  p o i n t ,  t h e n  t h e  m o d e l ' s  b e h a v i o u r  a s  a  
s t i m u l u s  e v e n t  h a s  t o  b e  c o d e d ,  s y m b o l i c a l l y  r e p r e s e n t e d  a n d  r e t a i n e d  
o v e r  a  p e r i o d .  T h e  n e w  r e s p o n s e s  a c q u i r e d  a r e  r e t a i n e d  b y  t h e  i n d i -
v i d u a l  b y  r e v e r s i n g  t h e  r e s p o n s e s  v i c a r i o u s l y  ( m e n t a l l y )  i n  a n  a c t u a l  
b e h a v i o u r .  
( c )  M o t o r i c  r e p r o d u c t i o n  s k i l l s  
T h i s  i s  a  s i t u a t i o n  w h e r e  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  k n o w s  " c o g n i t i v e l y "  a n d  
r o u g h l y  w h a t  i s  t o  b e  d o n e  b u t  n e v e r t h e l e s s  i s  s t i l l  r e l a t i v e l y  u n s k i l l e d  
a t  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  i t s e l f .  S k i l l e d  a c t i v i t i e s  l i k e  d r i v i n g  a  c a r  t y p i c a l l y  
r e q u i r e  o t h e r  s m a l l  c o m p o n e n t s ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  s e q u e n c e  o f  a c t s  m a y  
b e  c o m m u n i c a t e d  b y  o b s e r v a t i o n ,  t h e  f i n e  m o t o r  c o - o r d i n a t i o n  r e -
q u i r e d  w i t h i n  t h e  c o m p o n e n t s  t h e m s e l v e s  m a y  b e  a b s e n t  i n  t h e  b e g i n -
n e r  s o  t h a t  t h e  e n t i r e  p e r f o r m a n c e  a p p e a r s  n o t  t o  h a v e  b e e n  p e r f e c t e d .  
( d )  R o l e  r e i n f o r c e m e n t  
A n  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  l i k e l y  t o  p e r f o r m  o r  i n h i b i t  a  v i c a r i o u s l y  l e a r n e d  
r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  h e  o r  s h e  b e l i e v e s  h e  w i l l  b e  r e w a r d e d  o r  
p u n i s h e d  f o r  p e r f o r m i n g  t h e  a c t .  R e i n f o r c e m e n t  a f f e c t s  w h o  o r  w h a t  t h e  
o b s e r v e r  w i l l  a t t e n d  t o  a n d  h o w  a c t i v e l y  h e  c o d e s  a n d  r e h e a r s e s  t h e  
m o d e l  b e h a v i o u r .  T h e  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  r e i n f o r c e m e n t  i s  t r e a t e d  a s  a  
m o t i v a t i o n a l  f a c t o r  d e t e r m i n i n g  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  c o g n i t i o n s  a n d  b e h a v -
i o u r s  l e a r n e d  e a r l i e r .  
L e a r n i n g  t h r o u g h  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  
S o c i a l  l e a r n i n g  i s  a l s o  b a s e d  o n  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w h i c h  i m p l i e s  p o s i t i v e  
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regard and a desire to affiliate with the behaviour model. Identification 
is an indepth form of modelling. It is a kind of positive regard for and 
a desire to affiliate with the behaviour model. The learner imagines 
himself in the models place, empathizes and behaves the way he 
believes the model is behaving. This behaviour modelled does not 
include the less visible aspects of the model's behaviour such 'l5 
thinking, feeling and valuing. · 
Learning through imitation 
Imitation playsK~n important role in learning. Babies for instance, can 
imitate mouth m·ovements very early in infan(:y. By age one year, many 
babies tend to imitate activities readily and eagerly. Imitative behav-
iour is the key to understand ing such important psychological phe-
nomenon as language learning, attitude formation and personality 
development. 
Sodallearning and socialization 
Social learning plays an important role in the process of socialization. 
Psychoanalysts suggest that the child for instance employs his parents 
as mOdels as the parents possess the power to express love to the child 
or to with-hold it. The experiences of the child when love is withdrawn 
by the mother, when the child misbehaves, influence the child to take 
on the mother's behaviour in order to win the mother's love or ap-
proval, through the process of imitation, identification or introjection. 
As discussed earlier, one important independent variable that 
leads to imitation is the model's power to reward. Thus, parents, who 
have more opportunities to reinforce their children's behaviour more 
are to influence the behaviour of their children more or childrt?n of such 
parents are likely to imitate the behaviour of their parents more. 
Factors underlying social learning and socialization 
The factors underlying social learning also affect soCialization and there 
are several reasons why we learn socialized forms of behaviour. Some 
of these factors include expression of love to the model, urge to 
conform, drives and needs to mention a few. 
Expression of love 
Experiments have shown that a child of warm, tolerant and caring 
parents is more likely to imitate the behaviour of his parent than the 
child whose parent is cold and detached. A possible explanation could 
be that the parents who are warm and tolerant are likely to interact more , 
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f r e q u e n t l y  w i t h  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  c o m p a r e d  t o  p a r e n t s  w h o  a r e  c o l d  a n d  
d e t a c h e d .  
U r g e  t o  c o n f o r m  
T h e r e  i s  n o  d o u b t  t h a t  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  b e  a c c e p t e d  i n  t h e  
s o c i e t y  j u s t  a s  t h e  c h i l d  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  b e  a p p r o v e d  b y  h i s  p a r e n t s .  T h i s  
u r g e  t o  c o n f o r m  c o u l d  a f f e c t  s o c i a l  l e a r n i n g .  
D r i v e s  a n d  n e e d s  
N e e d s  a n d  d r i v e s  a r e  a r o u s a l  a g e n t s  w h i c h  d e s c r i b e  s t a t e s  t h a t  g i v e  t h e  
o r g a n i s m  a  r e a d i n e s s  t o  r e s p o n d  w h e n  t h e  p r o p e r  s t i m u l u s  a p p e a r s  i n  
t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t .  D r i v e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i s  a  s e t  o f  i n t e r n a l  c o n d i t i o n s  i n  a n  
o r g a n i s m  t h a t  c a n  b e  a r o u s e d  b y  i n t e r n a l  o r  e x t e r n a l  s t i m u l i  a n d  c a n  
l e a d  t h e  o r g a n i s m  t o  s e e k  a  g o a l .  A t t a i n m e n t  o f  t h e  g o a l  r e d u c e s  t h e  
d r i v e  a n d  r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  b e h a v i o u r  l e a d i n g  t o  t h e  g o a l .  
N e e d  r e f e r s  t o  a  d e f i c i e n c y  o r  d e f i c i t  i n  s o m e  s t i m u l u s  t h a t  i s  
i m p o r t a n t  f o r  t h e  w e l l - b e i n g  o f  t h e  o r g a n i s m .  N e e d  m a y  a l s o  r e f e r  t o  t h e  
t e n s i o n  t h a t  r e s u l t s  f r o m  t h e  d e f i c i t ,  s u c h  a s  n e e d  f o r  l o v e .  A n  i n d i v i d u a l  
i s  l i k e l y  t o  l e a r n  s u c h  b e h a v i o u r s  t h a t  a r e  o f  i m p o r t a n c e  t o  h i m  o r  t h a t  
w i l l  m e e t  h i s  n e e d s .  
N e e d  f o r  a r o u s a l  
I n  a  d r i v e  s t a t e ,  t h e  o r g a n i s m  i s  a r o u s e d .  T h e  a t t a i n m e n t  o f  t h e  g o a l  t h u s  
l e a d s  t o  s a t i s f a c t i o n  a n d  a  r e d u c t i o n  o f  a r o u s a l .  O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  s o m e  
a c t i v i t i e s  i n  l i f e  a r e  s a t i s f y i n g  n o t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  r e d u c e  a r o u s a l  b u t  
b e c a u s e  t h e y  i n c r e a s e  i t .  S i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  c o n t a i n  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  a r e  n o v e l ,  
s u r p r i s i n g ,  a m b i g u o u s  o r  c o m p l e x  a r e  n o t  o n l y  a r o u s i n g  b u t  c o u l d  b e  
r e i n f o r c i n g  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e .  T h i s  i s  t o  s a y  t h a t  w e  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  p r e f e r  
e x p e r i e n c e s  t h a t  a r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  o r  e x c i t i n g  t o  u s e  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h o s e  t h a t  
a r e  d u l l  a n d  u n e v e n t f u l .  
S u m m a r y  
S o c i a l  l e a r n i n g  i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  w h o l e  p r o c e s s  o f  s o c i a l i z a t i o n .  S o c i a l  
l e a r n i n g  i n v o l v e s  i e a r n i n g  t h r o u g h  o b s e r v a t i o n ,  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  a n d  
i m i t a t i o n .  
I n  o b s e r v a t i o n a l  l e a r n i n g ,  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  m u s t  a t t e n d  t o  a  p a r t i c u -
l a r  b e h a v i o u r  b e f o r e  i t  i s  l e a r n e d .  T h e  b e h a v i o u r  l e a r n e d  h a s  t o  b e  
r e t a i n e d  t o  m a k e  a n y  i m p r e s s i o n  o n  t h e  l e a r n e r .  S o m e  s k i l l e d  a c t i v i t i e s  
r e q u i r e  o t h e r  m i n o r  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  a c t i v i t i e s  b e f o r e  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  
b e h a v i o u r  o b s e r v e d  i s  p e r f e c t e d .  R e i n f o r c e m e n t  a f f e c t s  w h a t  b e h a v -
i o u r  i s  t o  b e  l e a r n e d  a n d  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  w h i c h  i t  c o u l d  b e  l e a r n t .  
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Social learning is also based on identification and imitation. Many 
factors affect social learning and socialization. Such factors include 
favourable disposition on the part of the model to the observer, the urge 
to conform to approved behaviours by the individual and when the 
behaviours are likely to satisfy the needs of the individual. 
Follow-up activities 
1. What is social learning? 
2. Discuss briefly how learning through observation, identification 
~nd imitation occurs. 
3. Enumerate and discuss those factors you think could affect social 
learning. 
Out-of-class activities 
1. Select two persons, an observer and a model. 
2. Let the subject (the observer) sit down to watch the model perform 
a particular behavioural sequence. 
3. ·Test the subject (the observer) later under specified conditions to 
determine to what extent the subject's behaviour mimics the one 
displayed by the model. 
4. You may compare what the subject does with control subjects 
tested without having observed the model. 
5. Arrive at a possible conclusion. 
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